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CHAPTER ONE

What We Tried to Do
and How We Did It

I a republic, the people constitute the government, and by wield-
118 its powers in accordance with the dictases, either of their intelli-
gence or their ignorance, of their judgment or their caprices, are the
makers and the rulers of their own good and evil destiny. They frame
the laws and create the institutions that promote their happiness or
produce their destruction. If they be wise and intelligent, no laws but
what are just and equal will receive their approbation, or be susto ned
by their suffrages. If they be ignorant and capricious, they will be de-
ceived by mistaken or designing rulers, into the support of laws that
are unequal or unjust.

~ “Report of the Working-men’s Commuttee of Philadelphia”
Working-man’s Advocate, New York, 6 Masch 1830

On 26 April 1983, the U.S. Department of Education released A Nation
at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, a report by the National
Commission on Excellence in Education. The 35-page report received ex-
traordinary media coverage. Within the next few months educators were
awash in studies, commission reports, and state-level actions, which had
been fueled by growing public discontent with schools and schooling in
America. As a group, these reports had created a new political agenda for
U.S. education.




Late in 1983, the Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation decided to
underwrite a study of the flood of reports that had come out with so much
media fanfare during the year. Phi Delta Kappa's executive secretary, Lowell
Rose, viewed the political and public interest created by the reports as a
“window of opportunity,” which had raised public consciousness of schools
to a level that could be mobilized to support real improvements in the
schools.

Because William Wayson was chairing the Phi Delta Kappa Commis-
sion for Developing Public Confidence in Schocls, which was conducting
a national survey of “excellent” schools and school districts, he was asked
to submit a proposal for analyzing and interpreting the various reports and
studies and then drawing some implications for the political climate for “ex-
cellence” that followed. Wayson had been a close observer of the Ford Foun-
dation School improvement Program and a participant in the War on
Poverty, the Elementary and Sccondary Education Act of 1965 (Wayson
1966, 1975), and other innovations of the 1960s (Wayson 1975). This g: ve
him a perspective for examining the reports and their implementation.

Wayson’s proposal was accepted. The intent was to produce something
that added to the analyses, summaries, and continuing reports on state ac-
tions that already were available from other sources, such as the American
Association of School Administrators, the Education Commission of the
States, and the Northwest Educational Laboratory. Those sources provided
excellent summaries and analyses, so Phi Delta Kappa did not want to re-
peat what they had done. Furthermore, oy early 1984 redundancy already
was blunting some of the initial interest in the reports.

We began by examining the literature. We located eve-y possible report
and a host of interpretive responses from local, state, znd national sources.
Both the popular and professional press delivered new material every week.

The rcoorts yielded an unending list of recommendations, which were
pared to a manageable set and compared with other analyses to ensure com-
prehensiveness. The literature also recounted, endlessly it seemed, state
and federal actions that were taken or contemplated. More slowly and in
fewer numbers, journals, as well as the popular press, revealed names of
schools and school districts that had imitiated programs or projects to pur-
sue the “excellence” theme advocated by the reports. Descriptions of their
programs were analyzed, and some were contacted to get additional infor-
mation for this study.

The Good Schools listed in the report of the Phi Delta Kappa Commis-
sion on Discipline (1982) and those that had been identified by the PP Del-
ta Kappa Commission for Developing Public Confidence in Schools
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(forthcoming) were carefully screened to identify any that specifically
focused some part of their efforts on improved achievement or other out-
comes related to education productivity. The information these schools al-
ready haa provided was used in preparing this report. Readers may wish
to consult the reports of those two Phi Delta Kappa commissions for mode's
of excellence and for contacts with schools.

We generally looked for schools and districts that were reporting suc-
cess in raising student achievement, because that seemed to be the fovus
of the Excellence Movement and because we had to narrow the scope of
the study to keep it within our financial resources. Interestingly, our ob-
servations and interviews confirmed that cognitive outcomes cannot be
achieved unless schools also have good social, physical, and affective
environments.

In 1984 we asked each of the 50 state education departments to identify
¢.hool districts that had instituted programs that reflected the recommen-
dations from the reports. Those school districts were sent a questionnaire
that listed the major recommendations and were asked to tell which ones
they were addressing and when they had initiated them. They also were
asked to identify specific schools in their districts whose programs best ex-
emplified what they were doing. The principals of those schools were sent
another questionnaire requesting cata about the programs.

Beginning in 1984, the U.S. Department of Education periodically
released a list of ‘chools that were considered to he “excellent.” Inasmuch
as they were presented to the nation as exemplars of what the commission
reports were seeking, we included them in our sample of schools.

Our purpose in identifying these various sample. of schools was to col-
lect information about features of their prograns that were associated with
their reutations for excellence and to describe those features as guides to
actions that could be taken by other schools that wanted to improve their
effectiveness. We also wanted to see how the Excellence Movement was
affecting good schools and school districts and to report those eftects in
order to improve policy formulation and revision.

Additional data were collected in other ways. We attended the 1984 and
1985 conventions of the American Educational Research Association, where
we participated in sessions dealing with the reports ard their implementa-
tion and talked with scholars who were monitoring tue reports. Wayson
participated in the National Conference on Educational Excellence held in
Houston in March 1984, and both Wayson and Landis attended the confer-
ence on excellcnce convened by the Ohio Stats Department of Public In-
struction in May 1984. Both also participated in a conference sponsored




by the consortium of colleges of education in western Wisconsin in Sep-
tember 1984.

From 1983 to 1986, Wayson, while performing other duties for Phi Delta
Kappa, observed schools and interviewed school personnel in 65 regions
of the United States and in Department of Defense schools in Italy, Bel-
gium, and Germany. These educators were most generous in sharing their
observations and analyses of what was occurring in their schools and dis-
tricts as a result of the Excellence Movement.

Gay Su Pinnell’s extensive experience in instructional processes, com-
bined with her knowledge of state education policy formulation gained during
her tenure iu the Ohio State Department of Education, was most valuable
in analyzing policy development and its effects on classrooms. Brad Mitchell
brought to the study the insights of a schola: who had worked as assistant
to the - tector of the National Commission on Exczllence in Education,
which produced A Nation at Risk. He has maintained his interest in state
and national policy responses to the reports and brought a wealth of infor-
mation to bear on what is reported in this study.

As the study progressed, it became clear that events were moving so fast
that most of what we could say about the Excellence Movement would be
outdated before it could be published. The first wave of response was a
rash of reports and books, all rushed into print to take advantage of the
popular interest and the well-orchestrated publicity bariage aroused by A
Nation at Kisk. In the election fervor of 1984, President Reagan and his
administration used the report to pursue their own agenda. The President
alone made 51 speeches on the topic of education reform during the cam-
paign. He even publisked a piece under his name in the Phi Delta Kappan
(September 1984). The fluff before the election hardly seemed substantial
enough to support the assertion that a full-fledged movement was truly un-
der way. The campaign strategy was to take advantage of popular unrest
and general dissatisfaction with the schools in order to win votes rather
than to support true reforms. The President’s real agenda \'»_ more in keep-
ing with the conservative policies of his administration than with any of
the well-publicized recommendations from the reports. This present study
was delayed to assess what substance would survive after the election.

Hindsight permits the observation that A Nation at Risk had been bril-
liantly, or at least cleverly, conceived by Secretary of Education Terrel Bell
as a way of moving education into the spotlight and out of the shadows
where it was in danger of quiet dismantling Ly forces historically opposed
to public education (Bell 1986). These opponents, seizing the federal ap-
paratus for controlling resources for education, have sought to promote tu-
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ition tax credits or voucher plans under the guise of giving parents a “choice”
in the kirds of school their children can attend.

After the 1984 election, the Reagan Administration’s conservative agen-
da moved rapidly as Secretary Bell was replaced by William Bennett. The
Excellence Movement was taken up by states and local school districts,
spurred by a steady stream of federally generated information showing weak-
nesses in the schools — information put forward in a manne- that subtly
undermines an institution, even if it confirms popular concerns.

Even casual observers conld see that a flurry of activity was taking place
in states where governors wanted to improve school systems in order to
sustain economic growth and to satisfy demands of citizens with higher ex-
pectations for education. By the beginning of 1985, the federal initiatives
and state mandates seemcd repetitive and somewhat rhetorical. The move-
ment had levered greater funding for schools in some states. Many had added
new requirements and monitoring devices. But the effect on children’s edu-
cation has been mixed, unclear, and debated. Reactions from those closer
to students gave little doubt that many educators were treating the move-
ment as though it were another of the fads that had swept through U.S.
education since 1955. The window of opportunity brought little light and
less fresh air into the institutions that serve millions of students. One of
those we interviewed put it bluntly:

Just like the stuff that got all the hullabaloo in the Sixties, this is just
whipped cream on mud — pretty on top brt the same old thing
underneath.

But such educators seemed to be missing a vital point: this new reform
was driven by economic and political forces quite different from those that
impelled earlier reforms. Previous reform efforts had been founded on moral
and professional imperatives and were supported by minorities who tradi-
tionally had been neglected by the schools. Because of the political climate
behind the movements of the late Fifties, the Sixties, and the carly Seven-
ties, school personnel tended to drag their feet or to settle for cosmetic
changes. The education establishment did not have to move too far or too
fast to teach black children, to educate former dropouts, to improve the
status of women, to educate new immigrant populations, or to reverse the
self-fulfilling prophecies of poverty. The economic system could support,
and indeed scemed most satisfied with, education programs that could turn
out a few well-educatcd leaders and many partially educated, obedient, and
dependent workers.

The new 1980s-brand political climate had goals other than improving
the schools, and it enjoyed a power base that reflected the heart of Ameri-




ca’s dominant core. Simply put, the excellence fad was a wedge for split-
ting the coalition that historically had supported the American concept of
free, universal public education, thus opening the way for reducing the
schools to a pauper status serving the poor with minimal education, while
funneling public money and political support to those who aspire to a larg-
er share of power and resources. With such a prevailing political climate
and with professional laxity in attending to festering issues in our schools,
the stage was set for the destruction of our free and universal school system.

Too few educators and too few would-be reformers fully realize that the
economy no longer depends on workers educated with only lower-level
skills. Yet the proportion of school-age children from historically neglected
populations has grown to nearly three-fourths of the school population in
some of our larger cities and will grow to three-fourths of all children by
the nex: decade (Hodgkinson 1985; Lewis 1985). These demographic
changes forecast a crisis for education that demands genuinely innovative
approaches to provide higher quality education to greater numbers of stu-
dents than ever before. The possibility of losing the free, universal school
system in America and the need for educating more thoroughly than we
have ever done are counterthemes, which make the Excellence Movement
quite different from the reforms of the 1960s.

In December 1985 we asked many of our informants to describe current
responses to, and effects of, the Excellence Movement. Throughout 1985
and through the first half of 1986, we asked knowledgeatle observers to
verify whether what was reported to us on questionnaires or in interviews
and what has been reported in the literature is an accurate portrayal of what
is occurring in school districts and school buildings in our sample. The re-
port we have prepared presents an accurate view of the Excellence Move-
ment as it -tood at the beginning of the 1986 school year. We are confident
that the material it contains can serve as the basis for effective reform when
applied by knowledgeable and dedicated educators and citizens.

What follows, *ien, is not only a review of the major recommendations
from the reports and studies that propelled the Excellence Movement but
also a summary of what has been done at state and federal levels, thus serving
as a status report on the movement itself. But this report goes beyond sum-
marizing the reports and the responses to them; it presents several features
that were developed sperifically to be useful to educators who want to go
beyond rhetoric. Among those features are:

1. An analysis of why the reforms of the Fifties and Sixties failed in
their objectives, with implications for the present movement (Chap-




2. Tables listing expected gains and enduring concerns inherent in the
major recommendations from the reports and studies that initiated
the Exceilence Movement z:a from several more recent reports that
represent the second stage of the movement (Chapter Three).

3. An analysis of the education philosophy and recommendations from
a conservative report that has had more influence on federal initia-
tives than any of the reports and studies about which so much has
been written (Chapter Four).

4. A summary of criticisms of the reports (Chapter Five).

5. Alist of basic issues that help to explain why these reports received
so much public attention and support and that provide guidance for
long-range improvements (Chapter Six).

6. An analysis of the impact of the reports on local schools and districts
(Chapter Seven).

7. Descriptions of what excellent schools do that can be done in any
school setting (Chapters Eight and Nine).

8. A set of practical guidelines for effecting improvements in school
productivity (Chapter Ten).

Our goal has been to present this report in language grounded in the real
life of schools. We owe it to busy educators to present models that they
can readily envision in their own schools and communities — models that
promote excellent education in free schools serving all children.

We believe that fundamental changes in our school system are necessary.
The original “window of opportunity,” in our judgment, already is closed:
and the clamor that accompanied the initial release of the reports already
is fading. But a new generation of reports is raising new issues. The report
released by the Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession in May
1986, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century, is both powerful
and thoughtful. Some of its proposals seem naive, and it undoubtedly will
encounter resistance from both educators and non-educators; but it presents
the issues in unmistakable terms.

Ultimately, improvement in education must depend on the commitment,
creativity, and staying power of personnel in individual schools. True edu-
cators in those schools will rise above superficial actions that have been
touted as responses to the call for excellence. Many of the schools we have
seen have done just that. They have exercised professional responsibility
to mobilize what resources they have to do an extraordinary job that must,
and can, become standard practice. They have accepted the challenge of
providing every child in America with a school setting that promotes feel-
ings of worth and accomplishment, with teachers who believe that their
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students deserve their best effort, with an administrative structure that sup-
ports excellent work, and with community support that insists on, and re-
wards, efforts to surmount issues that have frustrated true educational
excellence for generations.
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CHAPTER TWO

Changing Our Education System:
Perspectives on the Problem

They dream of systems so perfect
that no one will have to be good
— W.H. Auden

Education in the United States has experienced an ebb and flow of school
improvement efforts throughout its history, but particularly since the mid-
dle 1950s. Each effort has left its mark, or scars; but few survive and most
have left a patchwork of programs, a host of disillusioned and jaded teachers
and administrators, and a cynical and distrusting public cautious about in-
vesting in new educational ventures.

Much of the reform activity associated with the launching of Sputnik,
the Ford Foundation Improvement programs, the War on Poverty, career
education, some portions of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965, and other governmental and private endeavors, “blew in, blew
off, and blew out,” often leaving little more than a flurry of fancy pamph-
lets and pseudoscientific evaluations to protect or extend the reputations
of those who created or supported them. The more things changed, the more
they remained the same, except for a few notable exceptions. For exam-
ple, ESEA Title I (now Chapter 1), though sometimes poorly implemented,
and Head Start have proven to have positive results and have gained strong
support, especially after parent advisory groups were mandated to ensure
proper use of the resources.
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Blame for the failures touched everyone except manipulative and fast-
moving “innovators” and “consultants” who moved on to new ventures. Prin-
cipals and teachers were blamed for being too uncooperative and resistant;
central office administrators were seen as too authoritarian; school boards
were viewed as too parochial and stingy; and teacher training programs were
considered too insular and intractable to prepare teachers to support reforms.
Inside the schools, the staff blamed the home, the peer group, and tele-
vision. Of course, all the complaints were (and are) grounded in some truth;
but blaming limits productive discourse on how reform can be accomplished.

Now the Excellence Movement has created a flurry of activity reminis-
cent of the earlier movements, and it seems to be making the same mis-
takes. The federal government and some state education departments
continue the search to make schools “educator-proof.” All early signs point
to another round of hype and hoopla about changes that seem more likely
to be mere “whipped cream on mud.”

Improvement by Divine Right

The Excellence Movement is plagued by many of the same mistakes that
were made in the reforms between 1957 and 1980. A fundamental mistake
made in the War on Poverty and in implementation of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965 was the assumption that massive reform
could be effected from the top down. The Excellence Movement seems to be
following the same top-down, quick-fix strategy. Almost all proponents of
top-down reform efforts assume that improvement by “divine right” is the
way the education bureaucracy works and that each participant, from stu-
dents to superintendents, should give allegiance to it and be governed by it.

The top-down, hierarchical model is characterized by a straight-line dele-
gation of authority. Children are to be obedient to their teachers, who get
their authority from the principal, whose power has been endowed by the
superintendent, whose power emanates from the school board, whose mem-
bers have been anointed by the state legislature, which is presumed to have
gained its authority from divine sources.

The 1960s federal strategy was to use money and status to impress and
to gain cooperation from school . uperintendents. In the 1980s that error
has been recognized, so reformers have turned to higher authority — state
governors, state legislatures, state boards of educaticn, and state depart-
ments of education. Reliance on such an ill-conceived assumption hindered
carlier attempts to improve education in this country and will continue to
do so, even though experience and research on educational change provide
ample evidence that the assumption is wrong.

12

20




The Ford Foundation recognized the naiveté of a top-down approach after
its efforts to effect change in the late Fifties and Sixties (Ford Foundation
1972). The Rand Corporation has analyzed the characteristics of success-
ful programs that survived from numerous federal attempts to improve
schools (Berman and McLaughlin 1978). Both studies argue that policy man-
dates must enlist local teachers and principals or little change will take place.
Unfortunately, policy makers who do not want real improvement, or who
want it cheap, or who have extraordinary conceit about their powers of per-
suasion, or who believe so completely in the concept of divine right, will
deny or ignore the evidence derived from experience and discover once
again that digging in the same hole in the same way merely creates a larger
hole.

Of course, it all would work that way if people were trained to jump when
the master commands or if they were sufficiently concerned about the loss
of job security to cause them to accept unquestioningly any mandates from
higher-level policy makers. But they are not. Apathy, cynicism, alienation,
stubbornness, or ineptitude may individually or in combination make top-
down changes ineffective or short-lived.

How Schools Respond to Demands for Change

The top-down approach to change is based on the faulty premise that the
school system is a monolithic structure. The system is seen as a box in which
pressures coming from the outside are transformed into decisions and ac-
tions (see Figure 1). Pressures come in the form of demands and supports
from sources outside the system. Decisions and actions are made in response
to those demands and supports, which then feed back to the source of de-
mands and supports. The process is cyclical.

Figure 1
A Simplified Model of Educational Reform
Demands .
Outside > Decisions
Pressure The and actions
Groups Educational
System
or Forces Support ¥
———

A

Adapted from A Systems Analysis of Political Life by David Easton, University of
Chicago Press, 1965.
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Serious students of educational change seldom see the system in the sim-
ple terms suggested by Figure 1. The box is more complex; the demands
and supports are never as distinct as the arrows indicate; and the decisions
and actions often are not direct responses to the demands. Reformers from
the outside may believe the system to be hierarchically controlled, but they
are not aware of the decision-making processes that occur in the box. Ef-
fective reform requires a better understanding of what happens in the box.

Within every decision-making unit, there is an authority or set of authori-
ties that has the legal right and responsibility to make decisions. In com-
plex decision-making units, these formal authorities generally are buffered
by people, communication channels, and operating procedures that keep
them from having direct contact with the sources of demands and supports.
The buffer may be as simple as a time limit on the length of presentations
at a board meeting or as complex as having to get through the superinten-
dent’s secretary. In large city school systems, one may never get to the
authorities, let alone find out who makes a decision.

The transmitters, translators, and gatekeepers who buffer the authorities
often distort or deflect the demands that come into the system. Outsiders
should recognize that the demands they are making may never reach the
authority or that they may be distorted when the authority does receive them.
Formal action will not be taken until demands from outside the decision-
making unit reach the attention of the authorities. Once pressures for change
do reach the authorities and are strong enough to threaten normal opera-
tions, then decisions and actions usually will follow.

Once moved to decision, authorities may respond with two quite differ-
ent types of actions. One type, directed to individuals or groups outs:de
the system, is designed to reduce the demands for change or to increase
support for the authorities. For example, if a speech by the superintendent
to the PTA will reduce demands for a new homework policy, it is unlikely
that changes in homework policy will occur. If an easily effected reform
such as adding seven minutes to the school day appeases parental pressures
for a more rigorous curriculum, it is unlikely that substantive improvement
will be made. If school authorities can win support from a more powerful
group (for example, the business community) by blaming a weak participant
in the political system (for example, minority parents) for poor academic
achievement, then needed changes in instruction may be considered
unnecessary.

The second type of action, directed to individuals and groups inside the
school system, is intended to produce changes. Of course, decisions directed
inside also may affect outside pressures; and decisions made for outside
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consumption often affect inside relationships or actions. Whatever decisions
or actions the authoritative body takes, they will be designed to: 1) reduce
the demands for change, 2) increase the level of support for the authori-
ties, and 3) make as little change as possible in standard operating proce-
dures. Decisions seldom emerge from the system without being distorted
or deflected by translators, communicators, and implementers.

Obstacles to Change: Lessons in Systemic Resistance

School systems contain many decision units. True, the units are inter-
related enough that we can call them a system; but each is a separate znd
distinct decision system with its own constituencies, its own processes, and
its own goals. Relationships can be tense because goals differ and the units
often are in competition with one another. As a teacher in a small city school
district said:

The district sees the school as the “armpit” of the district. When I
was first hired and staff members from the district found I was com-
ing here, they commented, “You are going to teach there? Boy, I feel
sorry for you!” Another said, “Oh, you are teaching the animals,” and
another, “Good luck, no one likes that building.” Still another asked,
“Didn’t they have anything else?” Our building is the last one notified
about workshops, promotions, inservice, available money, or classes
offered by other staff in the district. Central office people seldom come
to our open house, and only the board members from our section of
the district have ever set foot in the building. We are seen as having
“little good™ going on within our walls. Even in the district newslet-
ter, we have one column compared to two or three for the other schools.
We are considered and treated like second-class ciczens.

Most school systems are composed of a loose coalition of several largely
autonomous decision units that are jealous of their prerogatives, seldom
see themselves as engaged in the same common enterprise, often work
against each other, and simultancously blame others for their problems while
seeking protection by giving an appearance of solidarity. As an assistant
principal of a school in a medium-sized city told us:

Another advantage a new principal will have in this school is cen-
tral office — not because central office will do anything and every-
thing possible to help, I mean the opposite. Central office is much more
concerned about the way the other high schools are run. It will be eas-
ier for the principal at our school to initiate change toward the effec-
tive school without a lot of interference or questioning from above.
The central office looks at this school as being a low-achieving area;
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thus, they will not be concerned if we do things differently. So the
new principal can run the building the way he wants, where other prin-
cipals will have to answer to the board for any changes they want to
make. One disadvantage, though, is the central office’s desire to have
all the schools similar.

Like other organizations, school systems tend to resist fundamental change
and to protect themselves from disruption. The resistance is compounded
because a school system is a loosely coupled set of sovereign systems; there-
fore, reform efforts must pass through several separate buffers and authori-
ties before they touch the students (Hawley 1984).

The concept of ioosely coupled systems (Weick 1982) helps us to under-
stand that top-down reform, particularly to achieve positive outcomes for
students, is very difficult in school systems. Of course, built-in resistance
to change has advantages if the costs and consequences of changing the sys-
tem outweigh the benefits. Nevertheless, political and bureaucratic inertia
may shield incompetence, hurt students, or make schools impervious to
necessary improvements. For good or ill, inertia generally exists and must
be accounted for in any reform effort, especially if massive change is desired.

Our education system can be thought of as four decision units: the state
education department, the local district office, the school building, and the
classroom. Each decision unit responds to outside pressures and demands
as well as to pressures on each other. But they also may function as a buff-
er for one another. For example, the district office may protect teachers
from angry taxpayer groups, or building principals may look to district ad-
ministrators to protect them from state education department mandates to
improve teacher performance. The principal of a school in a small subur-
ban district told us:

We had much discontent aroused when our program for high
achievers was implemented several years a*0. We are used to par-
ticipating in decisions and curriculum planning; however, the district’s
programs for “gifted” students were not what some other surrounding
schools were offering and not what parents wanted them to be. Our
teachers were told, with little notice, that they were to teach “giftzd”
students in a pull-out program two days each week outside of regular
teaching time. No training or preparation preceded this, and teachers
were caught by surprise. The decisions came from central office, not
from the principal. Since that time our staff has been very wary of
and resistant to anything handed down. The gifted program has not
run smoothly. Twe building coordinators have come and gone. The
position is presently open, and no one from within will take it.
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The state education department usually is viewed as the top rung in a
hierarchical decision-making model, but its ability to influence the local
school system is much less than the hierarchical model would imply. In-
deed, in many states the department may be viewed as an enemy and as
a serious threat to local control. A teacher from a small rural school dis-
trict said:

Some recent mandates from the state department of education and
the county board of education were implemented in the form of cur-
riculum revisions. These changes were administered by the county
board of education with guidance from the state department. The pro-
cess of change was significantly hampered and sabotaged by the am-
biguous nature of directives from the state department and by their
frequent alterations in the original plan after implementation had be-
gun. . . . Lack of foresight and thorough planning made the changes
and the process less effective and more cumbersome than would seem
necessary. Teachers lose faith in a plan that wastes their time and is
poorly conceived.

The decision unit most crucial to authentic reform is the individual teacher
in the classroom. Teachers may feel they have little power to implement
changes beyond their own classrooms; yet it is this very power in the class-
room that gives them virtual veto power over reforms initiated at other de-
cision levels. While teachers cannot ensure that reforms will work, they
can guarantee failure if they choose to do so. Moreover, teachers generally
will oppose changes that appear to alter their work lives in ways that re-
quire more time and energy than they are willing to give. A teacher in a
suburban district described another teacher’s exercise of such power.

The staff at my school includes a teacher who is strong-willed and
outspoken. She is the informal power and leader of the teachers. She
changed classes to avoid a new o ganization, and she is reluctant to
use any new course of study and new textbooks. She freely admits
that she does not want to take the time to acquaint herself with new
materials. She actually cried when the psychologist 1eported that a low-
achieving student did not test out of her class and into SLD [Severe
Learning Disabled]. She then ignored the recommendations for giv-
ing individual help and assignments. Her dominance and power in-
fluenced the principal and molded his attitude toward students, parents,
some staff, and discipline techniques. The staff has changed enough
to reduce her power somewhat. Some of her friends have retir, while
others have transferred. Still others have become disenchanted with
her philosophies. New teachers have not shared her negative orienta-
tion toward children.
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No policy changes will yield the desired improvements in student achieve-
ment unless they enlist & achers’ commitment and support. The fatal flaw
of top-down reform is the tendency to overlook the layers of decision in-
volved in the daily enterprise of schooling. Failure to account for all those
layers that lie between those who are demanding change and the teachers
who actually carry out the change reduced the impact of reforms in the
1960s.

If the Excellence Movement reformers continue to act as though improve-
ments in the U.S. education system can be mandated by higher authorities,
they too will have little impact unless they take appropriate actions to ensure
that teachers in classrooms recognize the need to change, feel that improve-
ment is possible, have some sense of ownership in making improvements,
and are committed to adapting their work lives to make change happen.

The Excellence Movement: Prospects for Change

When the federal government released A Nation at Risk in response to
growing public dissatisfaction with the American educational product, it
became one of the external pressures on state education departments and
local school districts and set in motion some 225 commissions or task forces
devoted to reform. Nearly every chief state school officer and many gover-
nors felt compelled to show an anxious public that something was being
done. One year after publication of 4 Nation at Risk, the U.S. Department
of Education released The Nation Responds and reported these actions:

The number and ¢:ality of changes being publicized suggest a power-
ful and broad-based movement. Many local boards created their own
local commissions and task forces . . . and rated their own schools
against checklists of the findings and recommendations of the national
reports. The National School Boards Association distributed about
100,000 checklists to local boards. (U.S. Department of Education,
1934, p. 16)

According to that report, states and local boards initiated “study groups
on excellence,” “joint statements,” and “projects to enhance communica-
tion”; prepared “hanubooks for implementation”; and presented “sugges-
tions for action.” Superintendents issued one, sometimes two, “reports” and
listributed numerous “brochures.” Numerous school boards developed five-
year plans, and citizens’ groups and blue-ribbon comunittees “assessed needs”
and established “priorities.” At conferences the word “excellence” ~ppeared
in most speeches made between 1982 and 1527.

Both state education agencies and local distr. ts trotted out programs that
had been under way before the Excellence ! ovement began in order to
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show how far ahead of the reform proposals they had been. Truly effective
programs that had been under fire and poorly supported by higher authori-
ties were brought into the spotlight and given somewhat longer and occa-
sionally fuller lives. Pilot projects were created with vague directives and
little connection to everyday activities in the schools. A flurry of activity
was under way; but it hardly constituted a monumental movement, nor was
it different from earlier movements.

While extolling the “comprehensive” changes that followed A Nation at
Risk, the authors of The Nation Responds warned that:

difficult, seemingly intractable problems of implementation and prac-
ticality remain to be understood and attacked. . . . It has always been
clear that changes in one area of education, such as graduation require-
ments, immediately affect virtually all others, including the time avail-
able for instruction, the role and qualifications of teachers, fundamental
questions about the purpose of American secondary schools, and lo-
cal leadership and fiscal support. (p. 19)

This recognition of the systemic nature of the American school enterprise
was not accompanied by any suggestions for systemic solutions.

The report goes on to praise citizens, educators, and leaders of business
and government for “acting on the understanding that education is a seam-
less garment, and . . . proposing and supporting comprehensive solutions.”
Yet examination of the Excellence Movement indicates that it is piecemeal,
top-down, and (except in a few states) almost oblivious to the true nature
of the “seamless garment” that is the American school system. What seems
likely is that the education system will produce more of the shallow cos-
metics that it produced in the 1960s, while the search for solutions for truly
difficult issues that plague the system is ignored.

Internal Barriers to School Reform

In the literature on school reform, little attention has been paid to what
is commonly known inside the profession: the greatest barriers to school
improvements are within the school system. True, some barriers may orig-
inate from outside; for example, real estate interests may not want schools
desegregated. But those external groups depend on authorities inside the
school system to take steps to ensure that their interests are served. Insiders
are predisposed to defend the status quo either because they believe in it
or because they have been trained in ways that blind them to other possibil-
ities. Some few, of course, know on which side their bread is buttered and
acquiesce when confronted with outside pressure. The pressure on the cen-
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tral office is captured in the comment below from a secondary principal
in a large school system in a Midwestern city.

Every other thing in the world matters except the kids. The blacks
and the Catholics are fighting over who will get the jobs, and quality
be damned. The mainstream white Protestants, who used to control
the system, have given up and moved to the suburbs. Fundamentalists
want to keep the blacks out of their schools — and they are convinced
that they are “theirs.” The union wants to protect its membership. No
one in the central office has thought about kids in years. We just stay
in our school, keep our noses clean, and try to keep education going.

Most central office inside - know about “turf” battles in school systems,
although little has been published about these internecine wars that on oc-
casion rival any contest for the English throne. A researcher in a Midwestern
city described the origin of one such battle:

The school was among the best schools we have seen. Achievement
was unbelievably high, staff morale unparalleled. Student deportment
and morale was reflected in easy relationships with the staff combined
with politeness and eager participation. And the evaluations on every
dimension indicated high levels of production. Most all of it was due
to the principal’s unrelenting commitment to high expectations and his
ability to win enough irust and commitment from the teachers to make
it happen. Unfortunately, he had been a rival candidate for the superin-
tendency and the new superintendent is easily threatened.

An assistant principal in the same city added:

Now, the new superintendent is killing the program with apparent
kindness. The principal has been “promoted” into a central office staff
job with a charge to extend the program into all the schools. He even
got a raise. Everyone who understands city districts can see what really
has happened. The change agent has lost all line authority, and the
subtle message now out to the staff is: “You don’t have to do all of
that hard work anymore.” They also sense that what they have done
is not really going to win any points. A few years from now there won't
be a sign of what has been accomplished here.

Knowing about power contests in the central office, and realizing that
extra efforts may not be rewarded and, indeed, may be punished, principals
may become cautious about change and watch from the sidelines to se= which
direction to take. An assistant superintendent 1n an Eastern seaboard city
described the caution practiced by principals:




School principals are survivors. They are adept at seeing how the
wind is blowing, and they know how to play whatever game is in vogue.
They watch the signs carefully to see what is getting support and what
is not. They can tell who will be “in” for a while and who will not.
They know who has real authority and who does not. And they know
that survival comes to those who play on the winning side.

Many an innovative superintendent will attest that resistance from prin-
cipals can sound a death knell to the chief executive’s fondest hopes for
improving a school system. One of our researchers gave this account of
a large Midwestern city:

The city was sponsoring one of the largest teacher inservice pro-
grams it had had in a long time: two weeks of Ron Edmonds and Wilbur
Brookover and effective schools. It really was a play into the hands
of the feds because 200 schools were still all black or all Hispanic,
and the Justice Department wanted to “prove” that those “desegregated”
schools would work. Now, when you call those schools “desegregated,”
that sends a message throughout the district anyway — and that one
is from Washington. The message is, “No change is wanted, but make
it look good.” The people in those schools have been getting that saime
message since 1960, so they know nothing will happen. I stopped three
separate people in the first floor lobby of the central office and asked
them what they thought of the effective schools program. All of them
were principals in schools in the city, but none of them had heard of
it. That told me something right away, but I explained what it was
and that the superintendent was sponsoring it. All three gave me the
same answer, “Oh, you mean those people upstairs; they will be gone
in three years.”

Knowledgeable school administrators know that their formal authority
is limited, but they amplify it by winning support from important constitu-
ent groups both inside and outside the system; and they utilize whatever
authority and status they can muster to bolster the chances for an innova-
tion to succeed. A principal in a Midwestern city described how the su-
perintendent won support in the schools:

The superintendent asks people to do what they are hired to do. He
also attends all of the staff development meetings and shows by his
presence and participation that it is considered important.

An assistant superintendent in a Southeastern city described the superin-
tendent in that school system as follows:

I can’t tell you any better thing about {the superintendent] than that
he can do what he says he can do, and he does what he says he will
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do. You can trust him all the way. He also has a way of convincing
us that we can do whatever we set out to do, and he does all he can
to make it true. He is the best thing that ever happened to this city,
and lots of us would go many extra miles for him.

There are many programs that serve a local community or neighborhood
very well; but their life-span is confined to the tenure of the innovator, and
they do not necessarily spread to other schools in the district. A principal
in a highly effective school serving a population of children almost totally
on the free-lunch program reported her frustration:

When you keep poor kids under control, the world will praise you
highly. But if you dare teach them too well, you will have to struggle
to keep the school alive. It isn’t only the community; the school sys-
tem is full of teachers and principals who “paid their dues” down here
and know these kids can’t learn. They get very fidgety when someone
raises test scores; we have been accused every year of cheating.

No one group holds a franchise on resistance. School principals can pre-
vent teachers from solving problems and improving schools just as teachers
can refuse to take any responsibility. A teacher in a Western middle school
reported:

I went to the principal and said I would chair the committee to de-
velop the school’s philosophy and goals if the staff members would
be involved. Receiving an affirmative answer, I wrote up a timeline
that included many staff meeting : with small-group discussion. I pro-
vided handouts on the important ~asons why we had to have a philos-
ophy with input from all people .1 the building and recommended he
read several chapters from two books on the subject. In the end, we
had one staff meeting for informational reasons, but no discussions.
All staff members were to write up several statements as to what they
felt was their philosophy. That was the extent of “whole staff involve-
ment.” A philosophy committee of five synthesized the statements and
wrote the school philosophy. It was approved by the staff in 30 minutes
at a teachers’ meeting.

A teacher in a Southern high school described the resistance to change
by the principal in that school:

The annual fights have started this month as the principal begins to
formulate next year’s schedule. As usual, there is little participation
from the staff. Department heads, who have basically been conditioned
to agree with the principal, give little representation to evervone's view.
As one teacher put it, “Remember, we don't discuss things around here.”
The informal leaders of the school have tried to persuade the principal
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that we want a schedule in which a group of 125 students would be
shared by four or five teachers with a common planning period.
Teachers could develop strategies for dealing with certain students.
Consistency among those teachers and shared, coordinated lessons and
units would benefit the children’s overall education. Such a schedule
would help students see how all subjects interrelate while teachers can
work together rather than isolate themselves in a classroom. We won't
get it this year.

The foregoing discussion does not exhaust the internal barriers to good
education. Others include jealousies among school buildings and neighbor-
hoods, distrust among staff in a building, and organizational structures that
erode loyalty and responsibility among personnel at all levels. Rather, our
purpose is simply to illustrate the many human forces that govern whether
a reform will be successfully implemented.

Real Success or Pretense

Experience with past reforms suggests that if the following conditions
exist, it is likely that the program will have a short life, and little genuine
improvement will occur:

1. If the person put in charge is one who had a lot to do with creating
the problem and never did anything to solve it, the program will be unlike-
ly to get anywhere.

2. If the person responsible for implementing the reform is a political
appointee or a friend of someone in authority and has no demonstrable
credentials, the project is unlikely to gain the staff’s commitment.

3. If the director has no ties to the informal power structure and has no
track record that has earned respect and prestige, the project is not likely
to succeed.

4. If the program is seen as the property of only one or a few people
and is referred to as “John’s program” or “their” program, the program will
die as soon as the “owner” loses official power and can no longer offer re-
wards to buy participation.

5. If the people who must carry it out cannot describe the project and
its objectives, the project has not penetrat